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October 21, 1969 
New York, New Yor 


By Dennis J. O'Brien 


For the John F. Kennedy Library 


O'BRIEN: I guess the logical place to begin in an inter- 
view like this is with the question, when did 
you first meet--I imagine it was then Senator 


Kennedy? 
PLIMPTON: Well, I tnink I first met him in Boston--T 
don't remember just when; it must have been 
when he was a Sénator~-at some sort of a social 
“gathering. I remember having a very pleasant talk with him 
about what it was like to be in the Senate. I didn't detect 
_ any presidential ambitions at that moment, but I'm sure he 
‘probably had them. I remember meeting him--also when he was 
Senator--at the time my déuchter graduated frem Smith Ccl- 
lege, and he was the commencement speaker. I saw a little 
bit of him then. He spoke extremely weil, and gave me an 
inferiority complex, because I had to give the commencement 
address at Smith about two or three vears later. I rei this 
wiaagy nreactiont to think about. 
οὐ στ; τος πῶς Tavs τὰν cthex contacts before he Was 
PTV. Lo oie. Loscawacrie Nacional Convention 
PIUIMSTON : I must have met him once or twice } 


in New York, 
but as is perfectly obvicus, I never had anv 
detailed taik with him. He was in and about 
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PLIMPTON : That's right. 
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_ PLIMPTON: Well, actually, not until rightin the middle of 
Ν the thing, so to speak, as far as I was con- 
cerned. In the U.N. overation, you see, you 
tend to go off a little bit in different directions. Just 
as an example, the committees: That first year I was in 
the Special Political Committse, whereas the Cuban thing 


was in the First Committee. Of course, when the Cuba thing 


broke, we were all on that, needless to say. But that had 
been handled in the First Committee and I was a@lways in 
other Committees. Beside the Special Political Committea 
I was also involved in’the Sixth Committee (the Lecal Com- 
mittee), and in the Fifth Committee (the Budget Committes), 
none of which Adlai paid much attention to. So we were 
never going into everything togeths time--cur 
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functions were usually separated, c 
' But I certainly never will forget the pictu 
Cuban warplanes which Adlai showed on the U.N. screen and 
said, “Look, it shows that the Castro des 1 3 
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DLIMETON;: Well, Zundy came rushing uo from Weshington and 
I'm sure told ws. I was not in the middie of 
that one nearlv as much as in certain other 

things, and I don't remember being in on any definite talk 

pectween Adiai and Bundy on those two days. What I was 
doing, I can't remember, but I wasn't in the eve of the 


nurricane, so to Srveax.. 


O'BRIEN = You must have caught 5 
. of othe nations. Is the 
cut in your memory in tho 


PLIMPTOCN: Well, Of course, Adlai 


or you must have nead it somewher 
craumatic experience for him that whem it 
the Cuban missile crisis, he w “2 
photograpns of the Soviet mis 
practically by force of a 
I had that easel and the oh 
the room outsi 
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PLIMPTON : No. No. I dicnit, at least. you were caugnat 


up ina OE ESES we didnit have. ime to think 
apout ἃ 

tne U.S. position against eriticism from the Soviets’ an πᾶ 

others. I Know that Adlai felt very bitterly about it, but 


I don't think he thought of resigning. > 


O'BRIEN: Did the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs and par- 
“ ticularly the false assumptions that you were 
operating under as far as the nature of the 
= 


ai 
Way weakened the position of the United States in the 


5 
Origins of the Bay of Pigs, de you feei that this in any 
c 
United Nations in those months after? 


PLIMPTON : Oh, yes. But not disastrous 
estimate the ability of pecole to forget. it 
was Obviously a very strong thing ta forget 
for quite a while, but other things get talked-about, and 
it just goés into the past. That's one of the pleasant 
things apcout unpisasant episodes, peovle forget then. 


O'BRIEN: Well, passing on te the next Cuban crisis in ἃ 
mi le crisis. Do you rememser about 
n = 


: ae 
wnen you first learned ci the esence of 
. pr 


Soviet missiles in Cuba? 


ΞΏΣΞΤΟΣΝ: lI certainiv co. Σ wes now in Washinctenduring 
tne fatal week curing which the missiles were 
Giscovered. Tne first time I knew was cn Sun- 
day; that's about four or five cays after the discovery. 
Evervytning was very tigntly ρθῆ. Adlai was in Washington 
on Wednesday or scmewhere around there, and was there, 1 
think, practically all the rest of week, while we were so 
biindiv carrying on up here. I remember Clayton Fritcney 
came out and soent the weekend with me at our house in 
Long Island. On Sunday, Adiai called from Washington and 


μ᾿ a 
said, “You've got to cancel ail my engagements." And 
Fritchey and I said, "What's going on?" He sai 
what IZ say." We said, "Is it gocd news or bad news?" He 
said, "The latter." And that was all we got out of him. 
Then he came up to New York on Monday end, of course, told 
“us all about it on Monday. rom then on, it's history. 
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O'BRIEN: From that Ὁ 
1 qd 


PLIMPTON: Oh, yes, every minute fr 
qo to Washington--I wasn't 
Executive Commitee mesting 
was up in New York the whole time. 
O'BRIEN: Did you get anv insight into Governor Stéven- 
son's role at this point? 


PLIMPTON: Weli, ne never taiked about it very mucn, be- 
cause I was not in on the crucial Giscussions: 
in the Executive Committee. 1 do know that ne 

was preparcad to. . . . I Go know that he was insistent, 

anc I think very richtly so, on getting tne U.N. into the 
act. = 4€iso know that ne certainiy did talix apout cur mis- 
silezs in Turksy Gnd in Nortnern Ttaiy, wnich as it turned 
cut, the Defense Davartment had been perfectiy willing 

tO get rid of for quite a while. 
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Saving to πὶ something like, "All those Defense 
Ὥ - neople don't think about anythni 
πος at theirs." — 
m orh history I've always felt was mis- 
represented in. connection witn that episode--Schlesinger's 
DOOK gives Bcbbv Kennedy the credit for our answering the 
Soviets' first cable and ignoring the second. You may re- 
member that there was a Friday afternoon cable from (Nikita. 
S.] Knrushchev which was written in very "“Khrushchevy;,' 
earthy style. I remember it had the very good analogy: 
"You, Mr. President, and I have both ends of a rope with 
a knot tied in the middle. The harcer we pull, the 
tighter the knot is. 18 we both loosen up, maybe we can 
untie the knot," something like that. It was a very good 
sort of earthy analogy. I remember Averell Harriman said-- 
I think he was in New York at the time--I remember him 
saying, "I'm sure that Knrusnhchev wrote that." 

Well, in any event, when that cable came in, we, of 
course, got it at the same time the State Department dic. 
The communications system is such that when sometning in- 


@ (D 


portant comes from New Delhi or wherever, it hits 
Washington and us at the same time. And I remember shouting 
with glee when that came in. TIT said, “We've got them 
now!" The next morning, of course, came a long, formal 
cable, obviously drafted by someone: in the forei 


8 
with all sorts of conditions and so on. I know 


said, "For Christ sakes, let's accept the first one and 
disregara the second." Schiesinger gives Eopby credit ror 
that idea, but I'm sure that everybody had it; I certainiv 
did. I remember yelling it on the telenvnone to somexody in 
Tee AUUSA. N πη λὶς iv.tin Zslt the same wav. This is 4 
Me Geet, OR MR τὸ πὸ ον enat Senlesinger was 
evi Loo wha. El ὩΣ Ae seovscon, Ecbbyv, for an ices 
“that cortainuy ccourrsd 2c me, anc Tim sure to Adlai anc 


to 4 lot.cz other people. 
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Saeed GMs Iwas always suspicious that either Jack or 
Bobpy had leaéxed it, but I have no proct at 
all; 0 was just ἃ susoicion. L2oden*t know 


OT ΒΕ; ambessador Stevenson was quite upset about 
thet? 


PLIMPTON : Yes. 
O'BRIEN: Did he consider resigning at that point? 


PLIMPTON: Well, 2 can’t truthfully answer. I “think I 
would say he was hurt more than anything 
else. I'm sure he must have. thought of 
resigning, but he isn't the resigning kind.. There wasn't. 
in him the sort of resentfulness that makes one say, "the 
. hell with it," and resign. That wasn't in his character. 


O'BRIEN: Backing up @ bit, of course one of the major 
questions I suppose you faced when you assumed 
your pcsition in the United Nations was the 
question of Red China. What were your expéctations in 
those early months of 19612 Did you expect at that point 
a change in policy and... 


.O'SRIEN: Yes. Ves, I didn't realize tle connection. 
PLIMPTON : Well, Omar Burleson, I remember very weil. He 


was a very quiet end extremely conservative 

Democratic Congressman. who was a member οἵ the 
U.S. delegation to the General Assembly. Each fall there are 
always two people from Congress named as U.S. delegates to 
the General Assembiy. One year they'll befrom the Foreign 
Relations Committee of the Senate, the next year thev'lUbe 
from the Foreign Affairs Committee from the House. That 
year, 1961, it was the Foreign Affairs Committee from the 
Eouse: Burleson and Mrs. [Marguerite S.] Church. Arthur 
Dean was in the delegation on account of disarmament. Yost, 
of course, was in the vexmmanent Mission. Wharton, [Phillip 
M.)]) Klutznick, [Jonathan B.] Binghan, irs. (Gladys A.] 

illetz=. She was a pleasant lady from the Carolinas. 


O/BRIEN: You just reminded me ofone specific question. 
" It's been suggested that [John J.] McCloy was 
ες - gent to the United Nations during the Cuban 
missile crisis to keep an eye on Ambassador Stevenson. Is 
there any truth to that? ; 


PLIMPTON: ᾿ I think that there were probably mixed motives 
there. What was =nKeiyed | was ἃ protracted 
negotiation with [Ἀπ Ξε στοῦ: τς ] Kuznetsov (Deoutyv 

Foreign Minister), whom the Russians sent over just to 

handle that one thing. He's the bov wno's in Peking now, 

much the nicest Russian I've ever run into. He's quite a 

fellow. I think McCloy was sent by Kennedy partiv because 

Seevenson was too damnedbusy trying to run the show, that is, 

che continuing U.N. General Assembly, to have time to 


wnoelace. with Kuznetsov, and partly because of some feeling 
πῶς τ} 81 I think it wés 4 


@i wasn't as tough as McClov; 
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I came back McClov and Kuznetsov (and also, to sc 
Adlai) nad been’ arguing interminably about the agreement 
that was suppcsed to wrap up the soluticn to the crisis. 
You remember that Ὁ Thant's formula, which the Russians 
and we accepted, was that Russians would take the missiles 
cout, and ({Fidelj] castro would permit inspection by the U.N. 
tc see they were all gone and that none would come back, 
and the U.S. would agree not to invade Cuba.: Of course, 
Castro refused to permit any insvection.. SO we said we 
don't have to agree to anything besause Castro won't let 
anybody in. The Russians argued that we'd have to agree 
that we wouln't invade just the same. Well, McCloy and 
Kuznetsov wrangled about this for the two weeks while. I 
had the mumps. I got back and got into tne act, and Joined 
McCloy in the negotiations with Kuznetsov. 
-Negotiations with the Soviets are almost always alike. 
You sit down, and after a minimum of quasi-pleasantries 
they produce aninterminable exposition of all the arguments 
ever made for their side--even iif they’ve made tnem dozens 
of times before. In this case, we met at the Soviet 
Mission on East 67th Street between Park and Lexington, 
where they had bought a ccoperative apartment house right 
opposite a fire station, a pes station, and a Jewisn 
synagogue. Incidentally, nad warned them that that was 
no place for their wiesion” to be, but they went right 
ahead and bought it and, és a result, certeiniv suiter from 
rm pay 


fire engines, police sirens and Jewish demonstrations. As 
a sovereign power immuns ixrcm Local iaw, they filled up the 

Kvard with two large ugly receptions rooms in viclétion 
-Ξ New York Suiléing laws--i interceced for them with the 
ew York City authorities, wno aporopriately winked. 
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- 
anu πῶς Nuznetsov hac τὸ χορσας what ne 
ἃ obvicusiy said many times before so 
boys would realize 


t job fully. 
McCloy simply -grinned 


n 5 
id, "Mr. Minister, és you 


and said, . 
know, I have heard thet line many times before--just ccn- 
sider that I have made the same reply that I have made 
t down to busi- 


Many times before. Now let's ge 
ness." . εἰ 
By that time, it wes clear we weren't ever going to 
agree, so we finally: agreed to disagree and σοῦ up a little 
bit of a half-page communique that really said nothin 1g much 
except that we hadn't agreed. That wasn't very hard te-werk 
cut. McCloy went away somewhere, and I ended up by 


negotiating the final wording with Kuznetsov. We got along 
fine: he made a harmless suggestion to whicn I agreed, and 
that was it. He looked at me and said, "Mr. Plimpton,. 
you remind me of the story of the Russian peasant who went 
tothe fair. He was very hungry and he bought a big loat of 
white bread. He ate that and still he was hungry. Then he 
bought a loaf cf black bread and he ate that and still was 
hungry. Then he saw a little piece gf chocolate cake and he 
bought it and ate that little piece of chocoiate cake and 
then he wasn't hungry any more. And then he said, ‘What a 
fool I was; I should have got that little piece of chocolate 
cake first.' You, Mr. Plimpton, you axe that little piece 
of chocolate cake." Kuznetsov told the same story about me 
to Kennedy when the President came up here Later. Kuznetsov 
was a very attractive fellow. McCloy ani he and I ail cot 
along fine. 
O'BRIEN: Well, in working relationships, you mentioned 
that Ambassador Si:evenson would hana out ccervain 
cough tasks to you. Was there any xind of divi- 
chon oF tasks, in 2 senec, in vour working relivionships wEeh 
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